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ABSTRACT 

PiU3lic relations ^PR) research on the teaching of 
critical thinking shovs that PR practitioners must possess the 
coBUBunications skills and social sensitivity necessary to help 
organisations adapt to their environments. PR students must learn to 
think critinilly and to take an active role in learning. Practice in 
questioning educators* and researchers* conclusions will give ?R 
students the opportunity to transfer cri'.ical thinking skills to 
functional communication situations. Possible critical thinking 
develoi«ient exercises include having students: (1) decide which of a 
series of news releases, brochures » or annual reports are better 
written, more creative, etc.; (2) analyze PR approaches within 
campaigns; (3) locate examples of unethical PR materials; (4) explain 
the role of PR in society; and (5) develop a PR caa$>aign for a dummy 
corporation. In using PR textbooks, the teacher should encourage 
students to ask questions about what they read, seek sources of 
inforBation, examine solutions and suggestions, question their own 
beliefs, evaluate research findings, and question definitions. 
Students should be rewarded for trying to ijoprove their thinking 
Skills. (SG) 
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KSTCOFY^AViULAIILE 



When an oigaaizatioa is in an environment of ccmtinoiis 
sodal change, to survive that oi^ganization must also change. 
PuUic rdations (PR) practitioam must possess the comuoications 
sidUs and s'xoal sensitivity necessaiy to help oiganizations 
adapt to their environments Public relations practiti(»ien must 
understand puMic <^Jii(m, devel(q> PR campa^os* create effei^ve 
messages, and evaluate the effectiveness ctf their work. They do 
this hy undostanding the communication process, methods of 
management, and the oiganizatiott*s environment 

This paper summarizes research on the teaching of critical 
thinking. If nlso illustrates how critical thinking activities 
can be integrated into a public relations coutscl It is hoped 
that these critical thinking activities will help PR students 
develop the skills to help oraganizatiOtas adaj^ to their 
ever changing environments. 

If PR students are %o possess the skills necessary to 
help (Hganizations adapt to then- environment, PR students must 
learn to think critically. The Natimial Institute of Edocaticm 
(NIE) in 1984 concluded that a coU^e education should enable 
students not only to adapt to their changing world but tc 
critically evaluate those changes. Siege! (1988) ui^ed educators 
to coach students to think criticalty about spedfsc subjectSL 
Other researchers have q>eculated that better thinkii^ will come 
from better reading (Spiegel 1990), that creativity should be 
encouraged to promote critical thinking (Atkins 1990) and that 
V^f-toowtedge" is vital to critica] thinking (Laser 1990). 

Nickerson (1988-90) statra, ".^niiile we do not have to be 
tai^t to thmk, most of ns could use some help in leaniii^ to 
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tbiok bett»u." D'Angelc (1975) aigues that the task of 
cofflmoiucBtioii teachers is to make ^wl^ts aware of how they 
already think. His omceptual theory of rhetoric is a study of 
the relationship betweea thinkii^ and discmnseL By ohserving 
whfde pieces aS discourse, D'Angelo sdiows how veihal pattens are 
usually present and are re]Mvsentations of our everyday thinking 
patterns. But des|Kte interest in developing ciA^e students' 
critical thinking ability T^eniin, Theq)hilid^ & Lorang» 
(1984) found few publnhed studies documenting q)ecifk: 
curnculum materials or instructional methodsL Critical thinking 
requires PR students active participation in the learning process. 
Rather than readii^ eveiy word in a text <tf coi^rii^ }ecti*re material 
and accepting it at face value PR students mu^ take an active 
role in questionii^ researchers* and educators' conclusions. 
PR students should be able to pause, reflect, and consider 
numerous factors before accepting a given answer. Practice with 
these skills will give PR students the opportunity to transfer 
these skills to functional communicatiCT situation& 

Dewey (1926) said, "If we once start thinking, no one can 
guarantee where we shall come out-Eveiy thinker puts some 
portion of an aj^ently stable mcM in peril" Assuming that 
PR students ^oold thiidc fof themselves, in Dewey's sense of the 
wcmt, they should challei^e their ediH^atois and textboiA& 
Critical diinkbig is adopting an attitiMle that is opm to both 
rides of an aigumeat It is the cqmty to distinguish bdiefs 
from knowlec^ and ftst from judgment The PR student should 
fim define the {m^lem, examine the evideiM^e, and analyze the 



assumptioiis muleriyiiig the evid«ic& PR stiutente A<Mild he 
tai^ to fhifl good reasfHis to suf^xnt refect an aisomeat— 
not just accept it oo hlind faith. 

In order for students to ieara iiroia a ptihlic rdaticms 
course they need think critica^y about pubKc relationsL 
The challenge for PR teachers is to stimulate thdr stwlents to 
question why and when to send a news relea^ or what is the best 
approach to inform a public on an <nsanizati(m*s stand on an 
issue; PR students need to leam more than the mechanics of 
putting together a news release or a six-panel brochure. Taking 
notes from a lecture or memcffizing how to stucture a Oant Chart 
does not equal learning about public relations. When PR students 
leam to think critically they nm only increase their 
understanding of public relations but can apply this skill to 
help ofganizatiims adapt to their ever changing environments. 

Exampl s of Applications of Critical Thinking Activities 

Each activity shoukl indude a goal, obje.tive, procedure, 
and evaluatioa Some type of evalnatifm (graded or ungraded) is 
intpfvtant to gage students* improvement to think critically about 
public relations. I do not grade the discussion activities thus 
lettkig studsr.<8 develop their critical diinki]^ ddl^ free 
from evaluation The PR campai^ is graded i»ing iroput from my 
students. 

1. Teachers should ^*iow examples (ie. sews releases, brochures, 
annual reports) and students should decide which ones they feel 
are better written, more creative, etc Have students develop a 



needs to do wiiat and when to implemeot tiieir caiopaigii as well as 
exptain the use of moa^ froiB a budget 

Examiiie Psblic Relattins Caaipa^ 
KfiA DevgkipiaenL Inc. 

CEO ICarin-Leigfa Spicer 
CFO Edward J. Blake 
COO Swiss Mocba 

Coaipaiiy Net W<Hth 1 tnllkm 
Resort Prcgect 5.2 miUioii 

PR Budget for Resort 75 thousand 

News Release 10 thousand PSA (5) 35 thousand 

Newdetter (1000) 5 thousand Brochure (500) 10 thousand 
C^n House 20 thiHsand TV Commerdal (1) 50 thousand 

Kern is a one billiiHi dollar constrw^cm ccnnpany tmildii^ 
resorts, condo communities, and office buildings throughout the 
Unit^ StatesL These are considered investments and Kem has 
usually sold each pn^ect within four years oi its completion 
date: Kera has built ofRce comfdoi parks in Chicago, Dallas, and 
Columbus, Ohio a&d resort tamels in D^ver, Orlando, and Thousand 
Islands, New York. Over six hundred condo communities uavc been 
built throughout the midwest states and hi California and Texas. 
All of these structures are noted for their envinmmental designs 
(blending with its surrounding habitat), handicap accessibility, 
and expensive building costs. Kern's overall construction costs 
per bttildmg (because of the aforementioned features) run 5 to 10 
percent above amilar cfm^ructions compaaiesL 

Kem*s goal ^ to develop a building that adds to a community's 
service, profttalnlity, and beauty. Kem is a very image 
ctmscious company and stresses quality and value in their 
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set of criteria for evaluatmg wank. 

1 WliM stm^ts UhA at PR studies have them nsA only 
analyze their effectiveness but the approach taken. Can students 
suggest other approaches, pnUks to target, or media to use. 

3. Have students hring in examples of PR material they feel are 
unethkaL Have them eicplain why. How cimhl they alter the 
material to make it ethical? What do they hase theb condnaons 
on? 

4. The histoiy of Public Relations has had its ups and downs 
(P.X Barnuni, Press Agentry — ^Ivy Lee, NcH-For-Profit 
Organizations). How would students explain the role of PR in 
today*s society to skefHics? How would they accept the 
re^(Hisil»lities of providing mfcmnation, but also recognize the 
TfAc of ]m)viding mamgement with infcmnation on the nature and 
realities of public opinion? 

5. Have students develq> a public relations campaign for a 
dummy corporation. Students will determine the 
problem /.7pp<»lunity, goai(s), objectives, and pf^des of the 
organizaticm. Students will do the research necessary to better 
define tht: ]m>blenis, publics objectives, etc Students wiU 
devel(^ a campa^ theme-a angle message or message^t— that 
serves as the heart of the campaiga Students will plan campaign 
materials (news release, PSA, newsletter, open house). Th^ 
materials should be adequate to address the oiganization*s 
objectivesL Students should be able to sell the campaiga 
Explain why the materials they selected are right the 
campaign, its goals, objectives, and publics. Finally, students 
will prc^Mxse a campaign calendar which describes in detail who 
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buihlii^ and services. 

Kern has been awarded a permit by the Greene County Commissioners 
to bu9d a nsosi hotel oo Caesars Creek This win be a 5.2 
fflilliott dollar project with Kem hiiii« 200 constiuction winters 
locally. When completed the hotel will contain 500 rooms, two 
restaurants, jnano bar, indoOT/ootdoo pool, tennis courts and a a 
nine hde par three gdf cchuscl The resort win need a staff of 
95 fuU-time and 45 part-time employeesL 

Pn^lems: 1) Ccmvince Daytcm and wrrousdii^ communities of the 

need and benefits of this resv*^ 

2) Convince potential guests of Dayton's vacaticnis 
"posabilitiesL'' 



3) Develq) an attractive package for potential boyers 
of the resort 

Six Critkal Thiakli^ Activities for the TextbocA 

Textbooks used as examples: 

Baskin, O. & Aronoff, C 1988. PuM^c Relatioiis Thfi ProfCSSkM 

And The PractlccL Dubuque, lowa: WflBL C Brown. 

Hendrix, J.A., 1988. Public Relations raseL Belmont, CA.: 
Wadsw(»th. 

Wilcox, aU & Nolte, UW.. 1990 Public Relations Writinp And 

Medin Tecbnignes^ New York Harper & Row. 

1. Ask QneitiiiBiL According to Wilcox & Nc^e (p. 47) me can be 
perscmaUy held liable for any sUtcments one makes. What is 
libel? How does one represent (mc*s company? Do organizations 
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have their own policies? What is the law? Can students give 
examples of statement they feel are libel? If so, why? 

1 What K the iafonaatioa based o&? Wilcox & Ndte (p. 26) 
state that an Ofwiifn b " an ex|»«ssioii vi attitwleL' How do 
the au^ois come to this cimdiitifm? What is this inframatioa 
based 00? Studies? Theories? Do stodeots feel comfortable with 
this infonnatioB? Can dndoits expand oo this snfmrmatiim? Do 
students feel ctHnfortable takmg thn stotemeat at face value? 

3. Lfwfc at sfdatiotts and f^gestioosL H«idrix presents a series 
of problems ccHpmatioas have e^^enced (Le Casi{H»ell Soi^ Co., 
Coleco, Boys Club cf America), the public relations campaign each 
c{mi]»ay tmi^emented, the results, and an evaloatiim of PR 
campaign. What criteria does Hendrix use to evaluate the 
compani»* PR soluticms? The companies* sugg^ons? Can 
students suggest additonal sohitioas? Can students suggest 
alternative ways to evaluate a PR campaign? Do students feel 
the sdutions used in the campaigns wefe success? 

4 Question one's own belief? Baskin & Aronoff (p. 153) state 
that, *a small but wdl-fHganized spedal inters group can 
sometiBies influence decisimis that affect the mi||ority (Le^ 
MADD)." Can stwlents give examples where a special interest 
group has influenced their beliefs? An example where one did 
not< How do students reach their beliefs? What indviduab or 
groups influence students? 

5. Lof^ at itttdic& Accoiding to Baskin & AnmirfF (p. 106) 



Syrwuse Univefsity t^ed several focus gnmiis ccnnposed of aliiBir 
to he^ (lUm a tti^m iiimNiisiog diive; The h^lUi^t of 
campaign was to have been a proraotif»al film stressii^ the 
sciratific and research emi^a^ at the aniversity. FeedbiKdc 
fhMn the focus groups toward the film were negative. This 
tnffHmation prevented Syracuse Univeisity from making a costly 
error in their communkatioa. Is th^ ea<H^ infmnation 
ines^ted fcf stwlents to evaluate this researdi? Do students 
feel there is additional research needed? Could students make 
addHonal conclusions * from this study? Do students draw the saise 
conchisions as the textbook anthcHs? 

6. Qantiim deflnitioas. Basldn & Artmoff (p. 65) define 
Liaisims as. Unking pins that cmmect two or more groups within 
the organizticMial communication network" What is a linking pin? 
Is it animal, mineral, or vegtable? What is a network? What is an 
oiganizational communicatimi netwi^? Can students give an 
example of a Liaison? Can students define the term in their own 
words? 

Sommary 

This paper illustrates how critical thinking activities 
can be mtegrated into a public relations course. Critical 
thinking can be taught directly and can be integrated into the 
puipose, objectives, and wf»k that stndmits prochicei 

Students should be rewarded for trying to improve their 
tfainkii^ ddUs—what ever level that imf^ovement isL 
And the inievailii^ view amm^ researdios is that the best way to 
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imimyve studetits* ciitteal tiiinidiig ddUs is tiirm^ gnkled 
Iffactice within individual fwbiects (Nickerscm, Peridns, & Smith 
198S). Teadiiqg students iHibUc rdatioBS includes 
theoiy and materiab (e.g. newsrelease, PSA), as well as 
learning to critically analyize that infcmnation to choose the 
best for their oisanizatifML 
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